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Preface




I WAS RIDING MY PONY early one summer evening, driving the milk cows from the high pasture back to the ranch in the valley below. I must have been ten years old. Far away three huge thunderclouds began pushing their heads higher and higher over the western horizon. The declining sun was hidden. The air turned cool and electric. I was half a mile from home and struck with the awesome sensation that I was being pursued by the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost.

From such experiences of the “holy” stemmed my early interest in the Christian faith. Hardly biblical, but a start. A few years later, with a bit better grasp on the good news of Jesus Christ, I became a Christian.

Even after this I felt uncertain about my faith for years. I didn’t doubt that God was real. I knew that he had done something new in my life. But I couldn’t explain what Christianity was all about. I didn’t know where to begin. I didn’t know where to end. And I didn’t know what went in between. I have described much of this pilgrimage in Rim of the Sandhills (ebook, 2012).

It took many years for these matters to become clear in my own mind. Now I realize that in explaining the good news we can start anywhere. We can begin with a deep philosophic issue (like the problem of evil) or with the simple, longing cry of a hurting father wondering why his son has played the prodigal. We can begin with the wonders of the star-studded universe, the beauty of a mountain lake, or the corruption of city government, the decadence of Broadway in San Francisco, or even the flight of two 767s into the World Trade Center buildings of New York.

Of course, the story really begins with God. But the feeling that we need to hear such a story begins with us. And that’s where this book begins—with our wonderment about who we are as men and women.

My overall goal is to set forth the central teaching of the Christian faith. I believe that as Christians we should concentrate on those doctrines that are commonly held by Christians at all times and in all places. C. S. Lewis called this “mere Christianity.” So in what follows I have focused on the basic, essential teachings of Scripture.

Every book has its origin somewhere in the life of its writer. This book is a spinoff from a task I was assigned as an elder of First United Presbyterian Church of Downers Grove. During an interim between pastors, I was asked to teach the confirmation class. While my church had some material for this purpose, I felt it would not fit our needs. As a result, I prepared a series of studies that students would work on prior to each week’s class. The questions at the end of each chapter of this book have their source there.

After teaching this class for several years, it occurred to me that these studies in basic Christianity might be useful to readers beyond our denomination—perhaps to those teaching confirmation or adult membership classes where it is important to survey the essentials of the faith. After the first edition was published in 1981, it became a foundational text for confirmation classes and has remained so for thirty years.

The chapters are organized around a simple scheme: creation, the fall, redemption, new life in Christ, and glorification. This is, I believe, the pattern of biblical theology. Moreover, it leads readers to consider their own status before God. Chapter ten on what it means to be “born again” gives direct help to those who wish for the first time to commit their lives to Jesus.

It is my hope—no, my prayer—that readers who have yet to believe will find this book a step along the way to sincere faith in God.

Three reservations. First, this book does not pretend to be an apologetic for Christianity. I do not attempt to argue for the truth of the faith. Rather, I have tried simply to expose the central teaching of the Bible. Of course, this in itself is an apologetic, for truth has a way of convincing the sincere searcher.

Second, I want readers to know that there are many other explanations of the faith. If you are not a Christian and this explanation does not appeal to you, please do not abandon your quest on the basis of what I say. Search the Scriptures on your own. And try other books that attempt the same primary goal as this one. John Stott’s Basic Christianity is my prime recommendation. His presentation focuses on the life, character, and teaching of Jesus as recorded in the Gospels, while mine is more explicitly theological and based on Paul’s letters.

Third, as will become obvious, this book only scratches the surface of a very complex subject. Notes to most chapters are found at the back of the book. They not only provide documentation for some of the remarks made in the chapters but also often suggest further reading.

Finally, a word to those who choose to use this book as a basis for group discussion. The study questions at the end of each chapter are designed to stimulate thought and to focus on key ideas in the chapter. They may form a basis for group discussion. Each leader, however, will wish to revise, abridge, and supplement these to fit the particular group situation.

I wish to acknowledge the stimulus and challenge of students in my confirmation class over the course of seven years. I also acknowledge the suggestions of subsequent confirmation class teachers who have used material from this book. They join me in commending readers to take a good look at what being truly human really means.







CHAPTER ONE

 

What’s in a Name?


“Tell me your name and your business,” [said Humpty Dumpty].

“My name is Alice, but—”

“It’s a stupid name enough!” Humpty Dumpty interrupted impatiently. “What does it mean?”

“Must a name mean something?” Alice asked doubtfully.

“Of course it must,” Humpty Dumpty said with a short laugh: “my name means the shape I am—and a good handsome shape it is, too. With a name like yours, you might be any shape, almost.”

LEWIS CARROLL, THROUGH THE LOOKING-GLASS







IN EXPLAINING THE CHRISTIAN FAITH, we can begin almost anywhere, for Christianity relates to the whole of life—the outer world of natural science, the inner world of the human psyche, society at large, and individuals in particular. In short, we could begin with God, with people, or with the universe.

We will begin with something quite familiar to us—ourselves. What light does the Christian faith shed on us? Who are we? Or, more to the point, who am I? And, you who read this book: Who are you?

Christianity has an important—even startling—answer to this question. But before we can see just how startling and important we need to reflect. The question, who am I?, has lots of answers, one of the most interesting being your own name. As the first step in a long journey toward understanding the Christian faith, I would like you to join me in a look at what our names tell us about who we are.


LAST NAME FIRST

Take your own name, for instance. What does it tell you about yourself? First, look at your last name, your surname. If your family is Asian in origin, your first name may already be your last name, your surname. Where did you get it? From your father, of course. And he? Well, from his father. This indeed is your family name and represents the continuation of a long family line, a line extending—as amazing as it may seem—to the origins of the human race.

Of course, sometime in the distant past, if you trace your ancestry, you will find your family name disappearing from the records and the records themselves nonexistent. So, though you may soon lose track of your forebears, you are linked to the rest of the human race by biological heritage.

This linkage is just as certain through your mother’s family as your father’s, but the maternal line in the West, at least, is harder to trace. In any case, you are who you are because your father is your father and your mother is your mother. The offspring of any other pair would not be you.

Odd to think about, isn’t it? Who would you be if your parents were different? Certainly not you.

Zen Buddhists ask a marvelously mind-wrenching question when they challenge young monks: What was your original face before your parents were born? Think about it. There is no answer. The question itself is nonsense, for you were not you before your biological origin. God may well have had you in mind—that we will consider later—but you did not exist. Each of us, in other words, is dependent on our parents for our very existence.

Moreover, none of us asked to be born. We exist by the will of others, and they by the will of others still, and some of us were never intended at all—at least not by our parents. We were “accidents.”

What’s in a name? How quickly our calm reflection turns to shock! Our family name links us, for good or ill, to the family of man, to all its foibles, its accidents, its good intentions gone sour, its evil intentions turned good. Our very individual existence seems a matter almost out of anyone’s control, even the control of the agents, our parents, who brought it into being.

It’s a chancy thing, human life, especially our particular lives. Given slight changes of conditions in any of billions of situations down through the ages, I wouldn’t exist, nor would you. But that’s a might-have-been that isn’t.

The fact is we do exist. Each of us is the product of a long line of hereditary characteristics, and each of us is the bearer of many more characteristics that we have the potential to pass on to our children. Our link to the past is permanent and unchanging. We cannot change our parents.




THE IMPORTANCE OF BEING SIRE

Actually, most of us do not want to change our heritage. Take the long and noble history of the Sire family, for instance! My wife and I once spent two fascinating (for me) days in eastern France, visiting one European branch of my father’s family. Late in the nineteenth century my grandfather, Paul Louis Eugene Sire, emigrated from Neuchatel, Switzerland, and came to the United States. His father, Jacques Eugene, had left eastern France a generation before that and had established himself as a true Renaissance man by eventually becoming not only a watchmaker and taxidermist but also, so I was told, the curator of the museum in Neuchatel. At the age of eighty he was commissioned by the Swiss government to write a French grammar for their school system.

But by 1972 when I returned as the first of our side of the American family to do so, no Sire was left in Switzerland. Even in France only one small family still held the name: Robert Sire with four children, only two of them male. One of my sons has two boys; the other no children at all. The line is thin and close to extinction.

While in Blamont, France, a little village just a few miles from Switzerland, I saw the house Jacques Eugene’s father built. Above the door the proof was etched in stone: C. Sire 1818.

Before Christopher Sire, all is lost in the mists of time. I am told, for example, that Sire is not our original name; that it used to be something like Esquire. But because my forebears were Huguenots (that is, French Protestants) and were subjected to severe persecution by Catholics, they changed their name. So maybe Sire does not really mean what it would seem to mean in French—father—but is short for some other, more dubious meaning.

I do know this. It became very clear while I was there that to be French and Protestant was good and to be German or Catholic was unspeakable. I never told my relatives that my wife’s maiden name is Wanner, too obviously Teutonic. It surprised me, therefore, to be introduced while in eastern France to my fifth cousin—Jacques Schneller.

“Schneller!” I exclaimed. “But that’s German.”

After the shock of my insult had worn off, one of my relatives hastened to explain. “Oh no! Jacques is French. His brother is German.”

Everything hangs on which side of the Rhine one lives on—the French or the German. Obviously, my cousin’s brother (I guess he would be another cousin) lived on the German side. In the Alsace-Lorraine area, long fought over by the two countries, one’s family name does not ensure one’s nationality.

But family names are interesting. They reveal our origins; they testify to our roots in the past; they show that all of us belong on one continent. As John Donne said, “No man is an island.”

I have long been interested in my father’s side of the family. Perhaps that’s because I loved my grandfather. He and grandmother—whom I really didn’t like very much as a child—lived with our family for most of my childhood years. So when I was shown the old family Bible in Christopher Sire’s old house in Blamont, France, I lovingly copied the data on births and deaths recorded there.

Here I traced the joys and sorrows of Great Uncle Louis’s family: Jules Henry (b. 28 Mar. 1870, d. 18 Apr. 1871); Georges Louis Alfred (b. 10 Jan. 1880, d. 18 May 1882); Louise Aline Emma (b. 28 Feb. 1883, d. an infant); Louis Alfred Pierre (b. 18 Sept. 1888, d. 12 Dec. 1916). Those are four of the ten children of Louis Sire (b. ?, d. 22 Jan. 1922). Four of them lived normally long lives. One died at the age of two, having fallen from the second floor of Christopher’s house in Blamont. One, Louis Alfred Pierre, was a casualty of World War I.

I will spare you more details. My family line is interesting to me, not to you. But you, too, have a family tree. If you want to know yourself, you might wish to do some digging.

Ask your living relatives to tell their story of your family. Find out where you came from—the nationality, the ethnic origins in Europe, Asia, Africa, wherever. Does your family name have a meaning, such as Smith (from blacksmith) or Draper (from the weaving trade)? An internet search or books at your local library can help you get started on your exploration.




MIDDLE NAME SECOND

Now take your middle name. A few people in the English-speaking world have none; a few have two or even more. Where does your middle name come from? Not by necessity, but by choice—your parents’ choice. So this, like your first name, is a given name. But you probably will find that it has also belonged to someone else among your near relatives. You were given this name because your parents wanted to honor someone they liked.

Take Walter. That’s my middle name, but it’s my father’s first name. As far as I know, it was never used in the family before this. But it has been used again. It’s the middle name of our second son—Richard Walter. The middle name of my first son is James. Look who got honored that time!

Of course, you may find that your middle name has been given to you for other reasons. Maybe it sounded nice when combined with your first name, like Ann with Mary. Or maybe it was just a beautiful name that your parents might have thought too odd to be a first name.

Maybe it was chosen for its meaning or its allusion to something good and beautiful in the past. Mary is the mother of Jesus. Elizabeth was her cousin and the mother of John the Baptist; another Elizabeth was a great queen, and yet another a living queen.

If your middle name was chosen just for you, then it is a lot like your first name.




FIRST NAME LAST

Your first name (or middle and last name if you are Asian) is truly your given name. This is the one for you and you alone. If it honors a relative, be assured it is because your parents wanted you to be like him or her.

Our first son we named Eugene—not a very popular name for children in the United States—but one that honored my grandfather and my uncle, both of whom I grew up loving very much. I learned later that in the Sire family the name had been used at least once before.

Eugene to me is a beautiful name. Literally, it derives from Greek and means “well-born.” How appropriate!

My own first name, James, doesn’t fare so well. It’s Hebrew, deriving from the same word as Jacob, and refers to the patriarch who cheated his brother Esau out of his birthright. The story is told in Genesis 25–27. When Jacob’s character changed, God changed his name.

Literally James (or Jacob) means “the supplanter.” Supplanter, indeed! Think of James the brother of Jesus, King James, Jamestown. How many Jameses do you know? In the early days of the United States it was among the ten most commonly used given names. Now how many Esaus do you know?

But again I want us to return to something important to you—your first name. Look up its meaning in a book such as George R. Stewart’s American Given Names (see notes at the back). Ask your parents or closest relatives why you were given your name. Recently, some families in America are creating names based on their intrinsic beauty or ingenuity. If you are so blessed, then know that your parents really thought you special.

What your parents wanted for you may well be hidden in your given names. And what they wanted for you has influenced the way you have been raised. It’s a key to the forces that have been deliberately shaping your life.




IN THE NICK OF TIME

Nicknames are a special case. How many do you have? Where did they come from?

The results of your reflection here are quite unpredictable, for nicknames can be terms of intimate endearment or vicious abuse.

The bulk of them, I suppose, fall somewhere in between. James is shortened to Jim or made diminutive in Jimmy. Martha becomes Marti; William becomes Bill; Marjorie becomes Marge or Marj or even Midge.

The intimacy of nicknames is one of their most valuable features. Only Uncle Don, Cousin Ken, and Ken’s wife, Betty, call my wife Midge. Only my wife calls our son Richard by the name Cup or Cupcake.

Think of your nicknames. Are any of them special, limited to use by only one member of your family or one friend? This alone may make that person special to you or you to him or her.

But you probably have been branded with some nicknames you would rather forget. The kids in my elementary school called me Fim because, when I was learning to write script, I kept getting my Js backward. Much crueler are nicknames such as Fatty, Slim, Shorty, Stretch, Squint, Tub, and others that single out personal features we would rather weren’t ours. We would never choose these names for ourselves, nor would our parents. Yet something about us or something nasty in the hearts of our school chums or work mates has triggered the appellation. And we are stuck with it—perhaps for life. Sometimes we outgrow our loathing of the name, and it becomes as acceptable to us as to our friends. We live it down by living with it.

One thing to notice, though: nicknames are ours alone. Like our first name they give us individuality. I was the only kid in our high school who was called Chemicals. My friends knew my first love was science, and I often gave them a hand with their homework.




BOXED IN BY NATURE AND NURTURE

What have we learned about ourselves from the study of our names? First, we note our firm grounding in the past. We are not on our own. We belong to our family, to our society. We are who we are not by our choice but by the will of others.

Did you have anything to say about where you were born? No. When you were born? No. Who your parents were? No. What society you were raised in? No.

None of us has had any control whatsoever over our genetic endowment. And yet that is fixed forever. It is beyond our control to modify it in any significant way. Biologically our nature is set.

Even our nurture has not been ours to control. I was born and raised in a ranching and farming community in northern Nebraska. By the time I came to consciousness, by the time it dawned on me that I was an “I” at all, much of my character and personality was fixed.

It’s the same with each of us. By the time we ask that crucial question—who am I? Who is this specific, single, solitary individual?—it’s too late for many changes to be made.

If we don’t like the fact that we are American, or white, or short, or tone deaf, or artistically talented, we are out of luck. Stuck.

Our first name and nicknames tell us we are unique individuals. But that doesn’t really satisfy our quest for human dignity. Any pebble on the beach is an individual, a unique individual. No two are identical. If we remain simply the combined product of nature and nurture, then there is nothing we can call our own. There is nothing that makes me anything more than nature’s creation and culture’s tool.

What, then, am I? Only an instrument wielded by forces beyond my control? That someone has named me, set me apart as an individual, may give me an illusion of identity, but it is only an imposed identity. It makes me only what others say I am.

Am I not also something on my own and for myself? Is all I do a product of external forces? Do I do nothing because “I” will to?

These are poignant questions. Worse, they have no good or satisfying answers if our analysis of who we are is limited to what we learn from reflection on our name. For that analysis finds us trapped in a box bounded on all sides by nature and nurture.

This indeed is our status if nothing of us transcends our physical-cultural existence. If our lives are ever to have value and meaning, if we are to have dignity as human beings, we must find a way out of this box.

That is precisely what the Christian view of human beings provides. Its answer to our dilemma is just as important and startling as I hinted it would be at the beginning of this chapter. We will see it unfold in the next.




QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION


	Consider your last name. From what nation and/or ethnic group does it derive? How long has your family (those from whom you derive) been living in the United States? Where did they come from? Does your last name have a literal meaning (e.g., Farmer, Smith)?


	Consider your middle name. Why were you given this name? What does it mean?


	Consider your first name. Why were you given this name? What does it mean?


	List your nicknames and note how and why they were attached to you.


	What have you learned about yourself from this analysis of your name?


	Which do you think has played the largest role in your life: nature or nurture?


	Read Psalm 139:1-18. What does this tell you about yourself?
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